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Metaphors on “Sleeve”: A Cognitive Perspective on Chinese

Characters and Traditional Clothing
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This paper examines the cultural symbolism of the character “##” (sleeve) through an analysis of its historical
evolution, linking the intricate relationship between traditional clothing design and linguistic expression. Drawing
on frameworks from cognitive linguistics, particularly metaphor and metonymy, the study investigates the
diverse metaphorical uses of “4f” in the Chinese language. Through corpus-based analysis, findings reveal that
these metaphorical expressions are shaped by cultural traditions, daily practices, and cognitive mechanisms.
While many traditional usages of the term have diminished in modern discourse, it retains a rich spectrum of
metaphorical meanings, reflecting the unique interconnection between language and culture in Chinese society.
This research provides a nuanced understanding of the interplay between Chinese characters and traditional

clothing, offering fresh perspectives for metaphor studies within cognitive linguistics.
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Introduction

Clothing, as a cultural artifact, emerges from specific natural and social environments, encapsulating the
living habits, aesthetic preferences, and societal values of a given historical period. Among various elements of
traditional attire, sleeves serve not only as functional components but also as cultural markers that record the
trajectory of clothing evolution and societal development. Simultaneously, the linguistic use of “#l” has
embedded profound cultural connotations within the Chinese language, creating a bridge between material
culture and symbolic expression.

Leveraging data from the Modern Chinese Corpus of Peking University, alongside authoritative
dictionaries and relevant literature, this study explores the intersection of clothing culture and linguistic
representation. By investigating the metaphorical dimensions of “#l” within the framework of cognitive
linguistics, the analysis identifies dozens of expressions rooted in ancient clothing customs, widely
disseminated through idioms, proverbs, and poetry. Although many of these expressions have gradually faded
in contemporary usage, they continue to reveal the layered cultural symbolism of sleeves as both physical and
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linguistic constructs. This research aims to illuminate the multifaceted role of sleeves as cultural symbols and
their metaphorical significance within cognitive linguistic paradigms.

From Clothing to Language

Sleeves, as distinctive elements of traditional Chinese clothing, embody historical, cultural, and national
characteristics. Beyond their functional utility, sleeves often reflect societal hierarchies, with elaborate designs
and decorations serving as indicators of identity and social status. The symbolic significance of sleeves extends
beyond material culture, permeating the Chinese language to create a unique linguistic phenomenon that
underscores the deep interconnection between clothing and cultural expression.

The Evolution of Sleeve Design in Chinese Attire

The sleeve designs of Chinese clothing hold a unique position in the history of global attire, showcasing
the interplay of practicality, aesthetic expression, and cultural symbolism. Throughout China’s dynastic history,
sleeve styles varied significantly, reflecting both the functional needs of daily life and the cultural ideologies of
their respective eras: from 220 BCE to 221 CE, wide robes with narrow sleeves were predominant. Centuries
later, large sleeves that could extend down to the knees kicked off; during the flourishing Tang Dynasty,
sleeves became even more exaggerated, with the arms, when fully extended, reaching the ankles. In the Song
Dynasty, influenced by the Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, clothing became more modest, with sleeves fitting
closely but not tightly; in the dynasties with minorities in power favored narrow sleeves, adapted to the
nomadic lifestyle of horseback riding and hunting. During the Ming Dynasty, both wide and narrow sleeves
were common, with wide sleeves typically worn for aristocratic ceremonial attire and narrow sleeves worn in
everyday attire by commoners. In the Qing Dynasty, arrow sleeves resembling horse hooves were part of the
formal court dress, and could be rolled up during everyday activities, especially archery. (Figures 1 and 2
illustrate the evolving styles of Chinese sleeves, capturing the interplay of aesthetics and cultural meaning
across various periods.)

Figure 1. Gu Kaizhi, Nymph of the Luo River (section), Figure 2. Tang Yin, Court Courtesans of the Former Shu,
Southern Song, Palace Museum, Beijing. Ming Dynasty, Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 3. The evolution of Chinese clothes, photo: Ren Yi.

The Development of the Character “4#”

The character “#H” (sleeve) provides an intriguing perspective on the interplay between language, material
culture, and cognitive processes. Originating from the seal script character “%£,” it has retained its fundamental
components throughout its evolution into modern script. In seal script, “#f is constructed from three elements:
“4,” representing a garment with a collar and sleeves; “JIX,” symbolizing a hand or arm, emphasizing the
sleeve’s function in covering and protecting the limb; and “7&> grain seedlings, derived from “#1” (harmony),
metaphorically indicating a balance between protection and freedom of movement. Together, these components
create a vivid image of a person working in the fields, with their hand reaching from the sleeve to grasp a grain
seedling. This reconstruction underscores how ancient agricultural practices shaped the creation of Chinese
characters, merging linguistic expression with material and cultural realities.

Another variant of “#l” in seal script incorporates “4<” (clothing), “J\” (claw), and “Hi> (passing
through), further emphasizing the movement of the arms through the sleeve. While there are slight variations in
the forms of the character, they remain closely aligned with its original structure and meaning. The diagram
below illustrates these elements in their seal script forms, vividly capturing scenes of ancient agrarian life.

The analysis of “4ii” not only provides insight into the origins of the character but also highlights the broader
cognitive and cultural processes that shaped Chinese writing. This deep interconnection between material culture
and language offers a rich field for exploring the cognitive metaphors embedded in Chinese characters. The
components of the character, as shown below, vividly reconstruct scenes from ancient agrarian life:

N

(#h in seal script)

%)
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Figure 4. Evolution of the character “##> in Seal Script: Components and Agricultural Symbolism.

The Language Use

In ancient times, clothing was primarily used to express an individual’s status, identity, honor, and wealth
within a specific social group. This connotation is also reflected in everyday language, giving rise to numerous
culturally distinctive uses of “#”.

a. “color + sleeve”: female pronouns

Traditional Chinese thought is deeply rooted in the Five-Color Theory, which originates from the
philosophies of Yin-Yang and the Five Elements. This system identifies blue, red, yellow, white, and black as
the five primary colors, with other hues considered secondary. In ancient China, these colors were not only a
reflection of natural phenomena but also evolved into a symbolic framework, permeating various aspects of
daily life and cultural practices.

In the Chinese language, combinations of colors and sleeves have been widely used to depict or allude to
women, particularly in literary contexts. Such expressions frequently appear in classical poetry, especially from
the Tang and Song dynasties, where the colors are often vivid and striking, aligning with idealized depictions of
women’s attire. In the cultural context of the time, which valued restraint and subtlety in personal expression,
direct references to women were often avoided. Instead, prominent elements of their clothing, such as sleeves,
were employed as euphemistic symbols, offering a refined and indirect way to convey feminine grace and
presence. This use of color and attire as a literary device highlights the interplay between visual aesthetics and
cultural conventions in traditional Chinese thought.

(1) T 3 uh, Mg N5 . (Speechlessly, the green sleeves dropped; secretly, a pink butterfly glanced

at her slender figure.)

(2) FoErmh, WifTsEMl, JLALRE S, (With the rustle of reed leaves and pairs of colorful sleeves,

the parting feast began.)

(3) # i 46 M, E %% . (Sleeves of dancing maids waved alone, while the strings of

southwestern instruments played happily.)

b. “animal + sleeve”: representations of status

The Chinese people’s deep reverence for animals can be traced back to the totemic culture of ancient times,
where totems served as intermediaries for communication with the divine, embodying the aspiration for
harmony between heaven and humanity. This tradition of animal worship extended into various cultural
domains, including clothing, where it found prominent expression in the official attire of government officials.

During the Ming dynasty, strict regulations dictated that specific animal patterns correspond to different
ranks of officials, reflecting their status and roles. Nobles such as dukes, marquesses, princes, and barons
adorned their garments with embroidered designs of legendary creatures like the Qilin and Bai Ze, symbols of
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divine power and protection in Chinese mythology. For civil and military officials ranked from the first to the
ninth, attire was further differentiated by specific animal motifs: civil officials wore patterns of flying birds,
symbolizing literary elegance and intellectual refinement, while military officials displayed designs of wild
beasts, representing strength, courage, and martial prowess. These patterns not only conveyed hierarchical
order but also served as a visual language, embodying the values and aspirations associated with each rank and
role in the imperial bureaucracy.

(4) AR RIR P EE R, SmAMoe s B LR, (I am but a commoner from phoenix city, how could |
become a favored citizen in dragon sleeves?)

(5) RINAEALZ FARIES Iz 2538, (Thus, it is known that the minister in office wears this lamb fur
with sleeves made of leopard fur.)

(6) #E3EZI=E, HEATI. (Wearing lamb fur and leopard-fur sleeves, what an arrogant man he is!)

(7) IEAREDEH4l.  (Fox fur cannot be matched with sheep-fur sleeves.)

Both “phoenix city” and “dragon sleeves” refer to the capital city. In the Song Dynasty, residents of the
capital enjoyed many special privileges, and were thus known as “favored citizens in dragon sleeves”. “Fox
sleeves” metaphorically refers to valuable clothing, while “leopard sleeves” referred to the attire of ancient
ministers and nobility. In ancient times, commoners could only wear inexpensive garments made from sheep
skin or dog skin, while noble families wore fur garments such as fox and leopard furs to display their status.
Moreover, in ancient times, there was a strict hierarchy in fur garments, for example, the emperor wore the
most luxurious silver marten fur, while high-ranking ministers wore purple-black sable fur, and lower-ranking
officials wore sand fox fur.

c. Sleeve idioms: demonstration of qualities

(8) WBESTEH, MNIEH, 17 AR, WaliE X, —3dk, BwdoK, MEIER. (Inhis
days, Lord Yan was a man of integrity. He served as the county magistrate but led an impoverished
life; his sleeves were filled with nothing but the gentle breeze.)

(9) AT EBAEWLHRRT B 2 P T 220, R ERI 8 24 <¥E 4 #14. (One should, upon taking office,
“wash his hands and devote himself to his duties,” and upon leaving office, he should “wave his
sleeves and say no to wealth.”)

The idiom “Pi#liE X originates from the Ming Dynasty loyal official, Yu Qian, and symbolizes that,
apart from the gentle breeze, there is nothing in the sleeves. It is commonly used to metaphorically represent
the integrity of an official who is not corrupted. Similarly, “#4h#14:> (literally, swinging sleeves and rejecting
gold) is related to the Tang Dynasty prime minister, Wang Jin, another official refuses bribes. These
expressions stem from the practices of ancient officials whose wide sleeve designs allowed for the hiding of
bribery within them. Thus, the idiom “#l14: A %> (gold hidden in sleeves and pockets) refers to take bribes.

(10) IHhhrmss, WJrm— R e KJE, P75 JE~F 4. 8 ), DU 75 FUL 5 < (In the city, they
favor high buns, so those in the countryside make them a foot higher. In the city, they favor broad
eyebrows, so those in the countryside have eyebrows that extend halfway across their forehead. In the
city, they favor wide sleeves, so those in the countryside use a whole piece of cloth to make their
sleeves.)
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Wide sleeves were known for their vast expanse, with the sleeves often reaching the ground when the arms
hung at the sides. An example can be found in a folk rhyme from the Han dynasty “J #1552 (literally, “wide
sleeves, high buns”), which described the fashion preferences of people from the capital city and the
countryside. The city dwellers favored high buns, wide sleeves, and broad eyebrows; thus, the rural people
followed the fashion with more proportions. Over time, this saying came to reflect the extravagant and
ostentatious tendencies of the urban elites.

(1) KPR E R, X BANGE, ERREE W% T, AH SHE KA, W SOR N . (After
taking care of the accumulated wealth and arranging for his family members to settle in their
hometown, he himself set off to wander across famous landmarks, with “the wind on his shoulder and
the moon in his sleeves.”)

(12) EFEAL, #ikil, XEmZFE, NjEdksish. (Wang Xun is distinguished by his handsome
appearance, refined demeanor, and eloquent prose, positioning him as a role model for the younger
generation.)

“%i4 literally means collar and sleeves, and represents a leader, someone who serves as a role model or

a person with exceptional abilities. It can also be used as a verb, meaning to lead. Additionally, other
expressions related to one’s character include “#H Xl 5>, used to describe a carefree life, and “Z2 iy il
(literally, the blood from the spear wound stains the sleeve), symbolizing brave and valiant fighting.

The Cognitive “44”

Metaphor studies are a major branch of cognitive linguistics. Traditional views of metaphor consider it a
rhetorical device used for substitution and comparison. In the 1980s, Lakoff and Johnson proposed the theory
of conceptual metaphor, arguing that metaphors involve a systematic mapping from a concrete conceptual
domain to an abstract one. According to this theory, metaphors are a matter of thought rather than language
expression (Li, 2008, p. 131). Metaphors are often based on correlations we perceive in our experience. As a
key component of human clothes, the sleeve is closely tied to daily life, encompassing a rich array of
metaphorical characteristics and functions.

Metaphorical Basis: Space and Containers
Lakoff and Johnson’s theory of conceptual metaphors categorizes metaphors into three types, including
orientational, ontological and structural metaphors. Orientational metaphors use spatial orientation to
understand another conceptual system, like up-down, in-out and deep-shallow. Such metaphorical orientations
are not arbitrary. They have a basis in our physical and cultural experience (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 15).
From the perspective of fashion design, sleeves are typically cylindrical in shape, enveloping the arms, which is
why they are often referred to as “sleeve tubes” or “sleeve barrels” in Chinese. Traditional Chinese clothing
design is exceptionally ingenious, with sleeves often being long and wide, capable of completely covering the
hands when lowered. In addition to their aesthetic value, they also serve as a practical function for storing
items.
(13) KAIAE EEE A A Y, &8 TP =G, fii—A<pl Haz 1) FBt. (The great sage used a
technique of “universe within the sleeve,” hiding the jade powder in his sleeves, successfully
deceiving his opponents for two or three rounds.)
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(14) REEWEE S5, A& (After sunset, in the eastern fence, | drink wine with an intoxicating
fragrance filling my sleeves.)

(15) XPEAL A XS o= AN sl kAl B 2, BT AR A A FI#3 . (This marriage gift merely passed
between the sleeves of Deng Yuanlong and his two companions, so outsiders were unaware of it.)

The phrase “#fi L §23# > originating from Journey to the West, encapsulates the idea of a sleeve containing
the vastness of the cosmos, symbolizing miraculous illusions or ingenious tricks. Similarly, the idiom “#h H.5k
#l B 22> (passing things between sleeves) initially described the discreet gestures of bargaining in ancient
markets, where traders concealed their negotiations within the folds of long sleeves to maintain privacy and
avoid interference. Over time, this phrase evolved to metaphorically denote secret transactions, often with a
connotation of clandestine or underhanded dealings. Both expressions highlight the symbolic depth of sleeves
in Chinese culture, blending vivid imagery with subtle connotations.

In classical literature, “#k” frequently appears as a metaphor for human emotions and states of mind,
including memory, secrecy, longing, and sorrow. For instance, Li Qingzhao’s depiction of fragrance-filled
sleeves evokes her profound yearning and affection for her husband, linking a tangible part of clothing to
intangible emotional experiences. This literary device exemplifies how classical Chinese thought often employs
material objects as metaphors to convey abstract emotions, reflecting an aesthetic deeply rooted in embodiment.

As Lakoff and Johnson (2003) suggest, human cognition is inherently embodied, grounded in the
experience of the body as a container with an in-out orientation. This embodied perspective shaped ancient
Chinese conceptual frameworks, where the body served as a model for understanding the external world. Terms
like “mountain head,” “mountain waist,” and “mountain foot” (Qi, 2003) reflect this alignment between the
human form and natural phenomena. Similarly, clothing terminology, including “sleeve head” and “sleeve
mouth,” draws on this body-based orientation. The metaphorical function of sleeves extends from their capacity
to encompass vastness, as in “#fi FL#731#  to their ability to hold the smallest objects, as in “#i R FL 8 (a tiny
dog in the sleeve, a clock by the pillow). This duality underscores the interplay between material culture and
metaphorical thought, revealing how embodiment informs both linguistic and cultural expression in Chinese
tradition.

(16) XIREELE RIS BB F AR, Ak 8+ %40 _E T . (Aunt Liu, amid the laughter and chatter of

the group, set down her bundle and wiped the sweat from her forehead with the tip of her sleeve.)

(17) DARTRZEMRASNE G A4, FUEA R TR, Sl 842 7. (In the past, no one
dared to wear white shirts, as within half a day, the collar and cuffs would be completely stained
black.)

(18) MHAVE 7KK, BHE—TKE, AAAN KNG, AR SIS, LR, X3
AHFE”. (As the saying goes, “a person lives by their face, and a tree by its bark.” When others
encounter even a small issue, he would love to send a favor. In rural terms, this is referred to as “the
arms are long, but the sleeves are short,” a metaphor for wanting to help but lacking the power or
means to do so.)

Furthermore, “sleeve” is also a verb, meaning to hide something in your sleeve. For example, in the

Records of the Grand Historian, it is mentioned that Zhu Hai “sleeved” forty pounds of iron hammers to
secretly killed Jin Bi. Other expressions include, “# 5 (divination done by placing objects in the sleeve) “4
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JJ” (hidden weapons stored in the sleeve) “##¥2> (small or miniature items kept in the sleeve, now used to
describe compact or miniature objects) and “#HJ-5% > (put your hands in the sleeves and watch, meaning to
remain uninvolved). “##”, therefore, serves not only as a physical part of the attire but also as a rich source of
metaphorical meaning in Chinese culture, encompassing both practical and symbolic functions.

Metaphorical Functions

Generally speaking, different metaphors serve distinct functions. Some metaphors can evoke vivid
imagery, others have cognitive functions, while some create a particular atmosphere. However, most metaphors
perform multiple functions simultaneously (Shu, 2000, p. 112). In daily life, the sleeve has numerous practical
functions. It can serve as a handkerchief or towel for wiping sweat, tears, or covering the face. For instance, in
the poem il = BE %88, XAl e #hiH AT (Looking eastward to my hometown, the road is long and
endless; my sleeves are soaked with tears), the sleeve serves as a metaphor for sorrow and longing. It also
mirrors the customs of covering one’s face during a toast. Moreover, sleeve also extends to a rich set of
pragmatic functions in language. For example, the expression “{: 435 #&> originally referred to the practicality
of long sleeves in facilitating graceful movements, particularly in traditional dance. Over time, however, it
evolved into a metaphor for someone skilled in social maneuvering, capable of using various methods to reach
their purpose. In summary, the metaphorical functions of sleeve can be categorized into three main aspects:
metonymy, euphemism, and emotional expressions. These functions reflect the adaptability of the sleeve as a
metaphor, which can serve to symbolize various aspects of human behavior, social interactions, and emotional
states.

a. “#h1” for metonymy

Cognitive linguistics regards metonymy as a fundamental cognitive tool, similar to metaphor, where it is
also a matter of concept and thought. “Why is metonymy so prevalent? The answers become apparent as soon
as we recognize that metonymy is basically a reference point phenomenon. More precisely, the entity that is
normally designated by a metonymic expression serves as a reference point affording mental access to the
desired target... and it occurs in the first place because it serves a useful cognitive and communicative
function” (Langacker, 2000, p. 199). As an indispensable part of everyday clothing, the sleeve naturally forms a
cognitive channel of “sleeve—people” in language use. Through this channel, the sleeve represents the person,
where a small part (the sleeve) symbolizes the whole (the person).

(19) B SKAMr, WHEZIHHE. (Riding a horse, leaning against the long bridge, the red sleeves in the

mansion beckon.)

(20) —4EHMEE R, A A #iMEREE . (Meeting again at the gate of Baixia, the man with short clothes

and narrow sleeves is her husband.)

“ZL > (red sleeves) refers to the sleeves worn by dancers, a distinctive feature of ancient Chinese
women’s clothing. Here, “4ili” serves as a reference point affording mental access to the dancing maids. “%54<
ZE 4 is a typical clothes from northern ethnic minorities, and in this context, the clothing refers to the person,
for at the sight of this kind of clothes, one would know the ethnic background of the individual as a Hu
(non-Han) person.
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b. “#h” for euphemism

Shu (2000, p. 112) divides the functions of metaphors into rhetorical, linguistic, cognitive, and social
functions. Euphemism, as part of the rhetorical function, also reflects the social effects of language
communication. The term “fii#l” (clumsy sleeves) implies a lack of skill or awkwardness; “Z&4i” (forbidden
sleeves) refers to clothing in the style of the palace, commonly associated with imperial attire. “Jl 4 (fox-fur
sleeves) refers to expensive garments, while “JR8 %:4#> (fox fur and lamb-fur sleeves) metaphorically refers
to something generally good but with slight imperfections. Additionally, the cultural-specific item “Wr i (cut
sleeve) originates from the love between Emperor Ai of Han and his beloved male politician, Dong Xian. The
Book of Han records that, once, when the emperor awoke, he did not wish to disturb Dong, who was still asleep,
so he cut his sleeve to leave without waking him. This term later became a euphemism for homosexuality.

c. “#hi” for emotional expressions

In ancient times, sleeves were long and wide, often draping down to conceal the hands. This design gave
rise to the action of rolling up sleeves, as seen in Cao Zhi’s poem, On the Beauty, “##4l 1. F (rolling up
sleeves to reveal her fair hands). Although modern sleeves are not as wide as those in ancient times, people still
roll up their sleeves before undertaking certain tasks for convenience, comfort, or hygiene. This shared life
experience result in a synchronic use of the word.

(21) FEMN B SR <ERak O ERHE ST ARE, cad kel, Bk T —
NGHAER B TIE5)”. (The slogan of the youth is, “roll up your sleeves”. The wave of
volunteer labor for the newborn country has spread across the nation, forming a regular
“roll-up-your-sleeves movement.”)

(22) FAER RS RIRTEMBL, HSERRTENMRSFAUEY], A 5a FBUR IR, &M b+,
i BFH-FIEAHE! (I am preparing to continue expanding the breeding scale, using practical
actions to prove to everyone that with the help of the Party and the government, rolling up your
sleeves and working hard makes living a good life easy!)

A diachronic analysis of the corpus reveals that the metaphor “%:#l T~ has consistent significance
through time. For instance, the “roll-up sleeves movement” of the 1960s, and the more recent slogan “&;& 4
T (roll up sleeves and work hard) both serve as calls to action, stirring emotions and rallying the
masses. Additionally, in classical Chinese, phrases like “#4f 2> (swing the sleeve and leave), “#iiTF55 M
(watch with hands folded in sleeves), and “#lH#2%> (swinging fists within sleeves) express emotions of
anger, indifference, and readiness.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the study of the metaphorical significance of “#l” within the context of clothing provides a
compelling framework for examining the complex interplay between material culture and linguistic expression.
The evolution of sleeve designs, reflecting broader societal and cultural transformations, underscores how
material artifacts not only fulfill practical functions but also operate as carriers of metaphorical meaning.
Grounded in conceptual metaphors of containers and space, these expressions transcend their material origins,
offering insights into the ways human emotions, experiences, and cultural values are encoded in language.
Although such metaphors often trace their origins to classical texts and have diminished in prominence within
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modern Chinese, they persist as vital remnants of a shared cultural heritage, illuminating historical modes of
thought and expression.

The exploration of clothing-related metaphors, particularly those centered on sleeves, advances scholarly
understanding of the dynamic interactions between linguistic structures, cultural practices, and cognitive
processes. By linking tangible artifacts to abstract linguistic concepts, this study situates clothing metaphors as
a critical domain for interdisciplinary inquiry, bridging material culture studies, cognitive linguistics, and
cultural history. Through this lens, the analysis of “#” contributes to broader discussions on the ways language
both reflects and shapes human perception, reinforcing the importance of metaphor as a tool for understanding
the evolving relationship between materiality, culture, and cognition.
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